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A MODERN REVIEW OF THE DEMISE OF
HECATERA DYSODEA D. & S.:
THE SMALL RANUNCULUS

By COLIN PRATT*
(concluded from page 118)

Parasites

It has been said of dysodea that “in common with its allies
it is very liable to attack by ichneumons and they may have proved
too much for it, although this must be largely surmise” (Jackson,
1946). However, the species was not listed by Bignell in his register
of parasites affecting British Lepidoptera (Buckler, 1893); further-
more, the fluctuations of the moth do not correspond with those
seasons when parasites were reported in unusually high or low
numbers (Beirne, 1955), or with the great “wasp” years.

Pesticides

In 1982 a single crop of lettuce was reported as having been
sprayed 46 times with four different chemicals (Sunday Times,
5/8/84). But 1 understand from a local large scale commercial
lettuce grower that the spraying of chemicals on lettuce only signi-
ficantly began after the Second World War — too late to affect the
small ranunculus.

Pollution

Mention has already been made of vegetable growers being
forced to move away from London because of air pollution and
some Lepidoptera are affected by such contaminants (Beirne,
1947B). Atmospheric pollution, both smoke and sulphur dioxide
is very high in the counties near London (Dobson, 1979), but the in-
sect would have disappeared from these regions first and it is diffi-
cult to imagine the amount of pollution suffered by the fens and the
south-west causing extinction.

Disease

There is no evidence that disease played a part in this extinc-
tion, although climatic factors apart, it is difficult to obtain even
circumstantial indications due to the lack of data. However, the
insect was not listed in a world summary of published records of
species having suffered from virus diseases (Hughes, 1957) or was
unusually scarce in the years following those listed as being when
disease was unusually prevalent in England (Beirne, 1955).
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Summary

At the heart of this extinction lies the fact that, outside of the
lettuce seed growing areas, dysodea was critically dependant upon
the vagaries of the presence of bolted eating lettuce — not only did
lettuce have to bolt for food to be available but it also had to be
left for about six weeks to enable larvae to complete their growth
successfully. Even at the present time, flowering lettuce can still
sometimes be seen in commercial fields but they are few in number
.and are not allowed to stand long in mid-summer — the period of
peak demand — when larvae feed; before many plants have bolted
the whole field, together with the remains of the crop, is ploughed
to enable the next in a quick succession of crops to be planted for
maximum productivity. This was certainly the case before at least
1930 and it is likely that this was a more intensive regime precipi-
tated by the need to compete with the then fresh flood of continen-
tal imports arriving over the last quarter of the 19th century and
subsequently.

The insects strongholds were exclusively contained within
those counties which grew lettuce for seed; here its disappearance
was due to the dramatic drop in lettuce seed production, also due
to the introduction of foreign imports, over the last quarter of the
19th century and subsequently. In those districts adjoining cities,
especially London, the increasing and continual removal of the
market-garden, due to the encroachment of house-building needed
by the rocketing population, caused many local extinctions — again,
especially over the last quarter of the 19th century and subsequently.

Wet summers probably weakened the moth, not surprisingly
as it was a species at the edge of its European distribution here,
sufficient enough to cause its disappearances in its southern and
western outposts where it was always rare.

Of all the social, economic, commercial, and technical in-
fluences which must have affected dysoea. 1 could only find one
which could have positively assisted the species — the growth of
amateur gardening ; but even here, no doubt many a larva died
under the heel of these perfection seeking individuals — and bolting
lettuce would have been just as unwelcome.

Conclusion

I believe Hecatera dysodea D. & S. became extinct in Britain
because of the following uniquely coincidental factors — the intro-
duction of intensive agricultural methods in the production of
eating lettuce, the sudden dramatic decline in lettuce seed pro-
duction, the constant upheaval of market-gardens near towns, and
the occurrence of sequentially wet summers seriously affecting the
species in areas where it was already at a climatic disadvantage.
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